investigated the problem of genetic predisposition to silicosis by studying the association between the presence of particular HLA antigens and the development of the disease. This report is far from being the first on the topic. About 20 publications by different authors have considered the prevalence of certain HLA antigens in groups of patients with various forms of pneumoconiosis (silicosis, asbestosis, coal miners' pneumoconiosis) and in control groups. The results of these investigations, however, seem to be controversial and not very convincing, as they claim to prove that 15 different HLA antigens indicate a predisposition to pneumoconiosis, but no two works have similar results. The paper by Kreiss et al only adds to this controversy as the authors consider two more HLA antigens-B44 and A29-to indicate such a predisposition, as well as the B27 antigen, which has been incriminated by other investigators. We think that such variability in the results is due to at least two principal methodological deficiencies.
Firstly, the groups to be compared were usually matched by sex and age but not by other factors that may also confer significant risks for contracting the disease. In the paper under discussion this problem is not touched upon. If one takes into account that small samples of the working population almost inevitably differ in their prevalence to such risk factors, then disregarding them makes the role of the genotype virtually unproved.
The data of Kreiss et al may serve as an example of this. Indeed, according to their table 4, the average period from the beginning of exposure to dust to the establishment of silicosis was 22 6 years in the "B44 positive" group and 19 5 years in the "B44 negative" group; in "B27 positive" and "B27 negative" groups these periods were 25 8 and 20 3 years. Thus one is entitled to suggest that contracting or not contracting the disease was due, not to the presence or absence of one or both of those antigens, but simply to the differences in the duration of exposure to dust. We look forward to obtaining a translation of their work.
